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Reviews
Translated by Ninna
Engskow. Edited by John W. Nielsen. Blair, Nebraska: Lur
Publications, 2002. Illustrations, editor's note, index. Pp. xii, 126.
$16.50 softbound.
Danes in America: Kansas and Nebraska.

We all know about the hardships, commitment, determination,
sufferings, and hopes of the Pilgrims and Puritans who located
along Massachusetts Bay and of the settlers at Jamestown. But how
many of us know, from first-hand accounts, the same kind of
challenges faced by intrepid Danish immigrants settling on the
frontiers of Kansas and Nebraska more than two centuries later? In
Danes in America, we get at least part of the information we need to
answer affirmatively to that question.
This book is a translation of Volume II of Danske i Amerika
published in 1916. It also includes a short item from Volume I of that
work, along with some helpful maps and an extensive index that
contains the names of about 430 persons and 200 places. The lucky
reader may find a clue to an ancestor from among these people. But
the major value of this rather short book is to offer insight, and some
details, into the lives of a variety of Danish immigrants in the first
years of settling and building communities on the virgin prairies of
Kansas and Nebraska.
The editor, John W. Nielsen, notes that these accounts cover only
a sampling of Danish settlements in these two states, and that some
significant sites such as Argo, Blair, Fremont Bluffs, Omaha,
Plainview, and Hampton are not included. Among Danish groups
covered are those in Marshall and Lincoln counties in Kansas, as
well as immigrants in Howard, Hamilton, Lancaster, Cass, Kimball,
Washington, Platte, and Nuckolls counties in Nebraska. In my
opinion, it is reasonable to surmise that the experiences of those
individuals and communities that are covered represent a cross
section of the larger population that encountered frontier conditions.
Moreover, without this translation, modern readers who are not
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conversant in Danish would remain unaware of how these first and
second generation immigrants prepared for life as we know it today.
The translator, as well as the editor, deserves appreciation for
creating his work that offers a bridge to the present. The same may
be said of the original publisher, Rasmussen Publishing Company of
Minneapolis, who obtained eye-witness stories and family lore
concerning the pioneers before this information would vanish from
the historical record. It is worth remembering that without records,
there is no history.
The stories of these immigrants include accounts of conditions in
the dugouts of the first arrivals, of the sod homes that followed, and
eventually the move to frame homes as lumber became available
and affordable. The one advantage these pioneers had was the free
land they could claim under the Homestead Act and the cheap land,
about four to six dollars an acre, that was offered by the railroads
which were begin built across Kansas and Nebraska. Still, these
settlers had to deal with hail storms, drought, locust and
grasshopper infestations, prairie fires, blizzards, and flooded
streams on primitive roads. In one of the accounts, the Rev. A. M.
Andersen relates the mishaps and hardships he encountered while
traveling crude roads and trails. Despite these and other trials,
Andersen would later reflect: "Troubles we had plenty of, but the
friendly reception we had wherever we came more than makes up
for them .... " Andersen would later become one of the founders of
Dana College at Blair, Nebraska. Another narrator, Frederick
Andersen, said of these early years: "I can't imagine how we made
it. But now that it's over, it is easy to talk about it." These accounts
reveal that by 1900 most of the settlers had reached a level of relative
prosperity.
In regard to format, the book contains summary accounts of the
settling and development of Danish-American communities,
biographical notes on dozens of individuals and recollections on the
founding of various Lutheran congregations, including a few
references to the Grundtvigian-Inner Mission controversy. Here and
there, the narrators comment on the challenge of preserving the
Danish language. Not surprisingly, the durability of the language
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depended largely on the density of the Danish immigrant
population.
Finally, the reader will find some telling details in these personal
accounts and summaries that can be used to test various
generalizations about immigration to the American frontier in the
latter 1800s. For example, in testing Frederick Jackson Turner's
thesis about the transforming role of the American frontier, we will
note that these Danes, especially in their founding of parish churches
and other cultural organizations, made conscious efforts to
perpetuate the values they had inherited from the Old World.
Neil M. Johnson

Inside the Fighting First: Papers of a Nebraska Private in the Philippine
War. Edited by Thomas Solevad Nielsen. Introduction and
Commentary by Matthew Plowman. Blair, Nebraska: Lur
Publications, 2001. Pp. xiv, 188. Illustrations, editor's notes, epilogue,
index. $19.95 softbound
As I write this review, television news broadcasts are filled with
reports and images of American soldiers fighting a war in Iraq. A
little more than a century ago, other young Americans were fighting
another war in a distant land, first against Spanish forces in the
Philippines and then against Filipino insurgents angered by the
Treaty of Paris of 1898 which gave the Philippines to the United
States following the end of the Spanish American War. Before the
rebellion was finally put down in 1902, some 120,000 American
soldiers saw duty in the Philippines. One of them was Private Henry
0 . Thompson, the son of Danish immigrants living in Nebraska,
who joined the First Nebraska Volunteer Regiment in June, 1898.
This book contains Thompson's military diary, all the letters he
wrote home, selections from the letters he received, and many of the
photographs he gathered during the year he spent in the military.
Long after Thompson's death, a grandson donated the materials to
the Danish Immigrant Archive at Dana College, Blair, Nebraska.
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Editor Thomas Solevad Nielsen and others at the Archive quickly
recognized the historical value of the collection and turned to Lur
Publications, the publishing branch of the Archive, to bring it to
print. To put Thompson's writings in a broader context, Nielsen
enlisted the aid of Matthew E. Plowman, a historian with an interest
in imperialism and a former member of an armored unit attached to
the First Nebraska's successor, the recently disbanded 134th Infantry
of the Nebraska National Guard. Plowman's introduction and
commentary adds needed perspective to Thompson's writings.
One thing that makes Thompson's diary remarkable is his
persistent day-by-day record of his life as an enlisted man. Almost
anyone who has served in combat will recognize his descriptions of
long stretches of boredom suddenly interrupted by brief episodes of
violence and danger. Many of his letters and diary entries contain
information about the weather or what he had to eat, but on
occasion he describes action on the battlefield. In a letter to his
parents on May 23, 1899, he acknowledges shooting insurgents "like
we were shooting rabbits. We had to shoot them or they would
shoot us." In the same letter he reports seeing "dead and wounded
comrades lying on the ground." Nevertheless, he says, "I am not
sorry that I left my home and went to war." At the same time,
however, one can read in his letters and diary entries that he is
interested in the details of life at home in Nebraska. He asks about
the crops, the weather, holiday parties, and the condition of his
favorite horse, all reminders, perhaps, of the life to which he longs to
return.
Some readers may be offended by the racist tone of Thompson's
writings, but he is no more racist than most Americans of his era, a
time of legal segregation, periodic lynching, and the widespread
belief in the innate inferiority of people of color. Nielsen and
Plowman admit wrestling with the racist language, but eventually
decided, correctly, I think, to let it stand as a reminder of the racial
attitudes of the times. One cannot help but wonder, however, what
Thompson and his comrades would have thought and said if they
had been fighting Europeans rather than Filipinos.
Thompson's writings add to our understanding of this largely
forgotten war. His is not the perspective of generals and diplomats,
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of reporters and historians; rather it is a view of one individual
soldier from the mud-filled trenches. There is little to indicate that he
questions or even attempts to understand the forces that brought
him and several hundred other Nebraska boys to the Philippines, an
area of the world most Americans had never heard of until a few
months earlier. Henry 0. Thompson was a good soldier and he did
what was asked of him. He and others like him have long been the
heart of our nation's fighting forces. While reading his diary and
letters, we come to feel that we know him, and I, at least, wish the
editor had told us a little about how the rest of Thompson's life
turned out. But this is a minor quibble and all who had a role in
making his diary and letters available to the public deserve our
thanks.
Peter L. Petersen
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